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What is GSI? 



We've all heard of DIY, right? 



Do It Yourself really exploded after the boom-and-bust of the 80s caused people to stay put in their homes and 
improve them on the cheap, a movement that was spurred on in the 90s through popular TV shows like 
Changing Rooms and Home Front. 

DIY was never the answer for complex work, such as gas or electrical installations - we need to call on certified 
specialists. And as we progress through the 'noughties', more and more people are turning to professional 
tradesmen... 

DIY never quite produces the same result as an experienced 

builder, plumber, painter or landscaper can. 

So this guide, brought to you by Rated Tradesmen, is all about GSI, or Getting Someone In... 
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Who are Rated Tradesmen? 

How Rated Tradesmen came about begins with a sliort story. 

We love to sliare tine good experiences... but far too often tliere's no liappy 
ending. In fact 'where to find a good tradesman' comes second only to the 
weather when chatting with the neighbours! 

We renovated our home a couple of years back and we know how easy it is for 
things to go wrong. We decided to renovate our ground floor, met several 
builders and chose the one we liked best. We were excited to get going and he 
told us it would probably take three months to complete our own mini 'grand 
design'. 

Nine months later we were still camping out upstairs, the 

place was a mess and nothing was quite finished. And 

then one day the builder just packed up and left. 

There wasn't much we could do about it and he knew it. We brought in other local people to help and ended up finishing 
much of the work ourselves. 

But here's the interesting twist. We got to know these new tradesmen quite well and they shared their own side of the story. 
Whilst we felt pretty hard done by, they weren't feeling too great about things either. 
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Roy (of EDS Plastering) is a real character. He's in his 50s now and has been plastering for years. He learned his trade the 
traditional way and doesn't have a single qualification to his name. He takes a lot of pride in his work and it shows. 
He's cheerful, helpful and thoroughly professional. But this is what he told us: 

Too often I give a really good quote for a job only to find that someone else has come in far cheaper. 

I know what they are like - they slap on the muck, give it a quick polish and get out quick - it's only when someone 
tries to paint it that they notice all the marks. I'll never do that on a job - I'd rather walk away. But how do you tell a 
customer that you're the one who'll do it right?" 

In fact small tradesmen have limited options when it comes to getting that message across. They can spend £500-£1000 
on a decent advert and as much again joining a trade association. Many will drop leaflets through the door when 
work gets quiet. But that's what everyone else does too. Anyone can write testimonials and make claims about their 
services - with a few snappy architectural photographs thrown in for good measure. Joining a trade association 
doesn't help much either - 50% of us believe 'logos and standards are largely meaningless' and none of us really 
understands trade qualifications. As customers we're left confused for choice. 

Good old word-of-mouth still works best - we all understand the value of a 
personal recommendation. But often the tradesman is busy -or just far 
too expensive. Nathan (Glorious Gardens) has been a landscape 
gardener for eight years. We know him well and again, he's a bit of a star. 
Here's what he had to say: 

"The hardest thing is managing the flow of my work. I take care to design each 
garden with my customers and they tell me they love the results. I know 
they tell others, but how often does a friend need a landscape gardener? 
Word-of-mouth works painfully slowly.. .but then I get three great jobs in 
at once out of the blue! I never promise I can do work when I can't, so 
suddenly I'm turning people away." 
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There just had to be a better way of helping homeowners find good local tradesmen and for these 
tradesmen to find the right work, when they wanted it. It had to be low-cost, simple and efficient. 
And so the idea was born... 

Rated Tradesmen 




® 
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making home improvement better 



Now we're taking the knowledge we've built from our experiences with thousands of members and created 
this e-book for you so that you can do your best to avoid the pitfalls of GSI and get the result you want 
from your home improvement project. 

Within these pages you'll discover the secrets of finding the best tradesmen for your needs, asking them 
the right questions, getting the best value and what to do if things go wrong. We've also included ideas 
and inspiration for your next home improvement and a simple introduction to building regulations and 
planning permission. 



Rather than jumping on the 'rogue tradesman' bandwagon, we're trying to do something positive about the 
problem by highlighting the good tradesmen instead. And we need your help to make it happen. 

If you know a great tradesman, we want you to recommend them to us. Simply ask your friendly tradesman to 
visit www.ratedtradesmen.com/ebook * and let them know that, as a thank you for doing a great job for you, they 
should enter the voucher code EB99GH when they join to get three months free membership and three local 
introductions to other homeowners just like you. 

*Note: Internet connection required. Why not print this page and give it to your favourite tradesmen... 
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Planning permission and building 
regulations 

Before embarking on a building project its always a good idea to contact the planning department at your local 
Council. Most Councils will provide, free of charge, planning and regulation booklets. Local authorities differ in 
their interpretations of planning rules so its wise to check your project can proceed. 

If you go ahead with your development without the required permission, your local planning authority can ask you 
to make a retrospective planning application. If it decides that permission should not be granted it may require 
you to put things back as they were - a costly, time consuming and frustrating exercise. 

You can appeal but if the verdict comes out against you and 

you still refuse to comply you may be prosecuted. 

If you believe you do not need planning permission for your project but it involves any kind of structural alteration 
you may still need building regulation approval. 
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The planning system is in place to protect land use and the environment in the public interest. It is not 
designed to protect the interests of one person over another. Councils should try to ensure that 
development is allowed where it is needed, but without adversely affecting the character and amenity 
of the area. 

Building regulations ensure that construction work meets at least the minimum standards of design and 
stability. They are completely separate from planning permission and will almost always be required 
when any structural alteration takes place, inside or outside the house. 

It is always best to tell your neighbours what you intend 
to do even if you do not need planning permission. 

Any work may well cause noise and disruption to your neighbours. They have a right to ask the planning 
authorities to check your plans and the Council will then ask them for their views, so it makes sense to 
be friendly from the outset! Also bear in mind that not consulting neighbours could lead to legal 
problems, for example if your development affects your neighbour's right to light. 

If you are in a leasehold property you should discuss your plans with the freeholder i.e. the Landlord or 
Management Company. 
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When do you need to apply? 

The following are examples of when you will need to apply for planning permission. This is not an exhaustive list so 
please do check with your local planning authority: 

■ You want to make additions or extensions to a flat or maisonette (including those converted from houses). You 
do not need planning permission to carry out work which does not affect the external appearance of the 
building. 

■ You want to divide off part of your house for use as a separate home, or use a caravan in your garden as a 
home for someone else. 

■ You want to use part or all of your home for business or commercial use. 

■ You want to build something which contravenes the original planning permission for the construction of your 
house. For example, your house may have a restriction on garden walls more than three feet high to ensure a 
safe view of the road for drivers. 

For further information you should contact your local planning authority or visit the Planning Portal *. The rules for 
Scotland differ to those of England and Wales - visit the Scottish Executive * site for details. 




"Note: Internet connection required. Rated Tradesmen is not responsible for content on third-party websites. 
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Additional resources 



Visit Rated Tradesmen * to find out more detailed 
information about planning permission and building 
regulations, including details on: 



Building a new home 
Extending your house 

Roof extensions, loft conversions and dormer windows 
Buildings separated from the house 
Fuel and storage tanks 
Adding a porch 
Fences, walls and gates 
Patios and driveways 
.and many more. 



'Internet connection required. Visit our 'Info' pages for details... 
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Finding a good tradesman 

Finding a good tradesman slnouidn't be a lottery. At Rated Tradesmen we believe that a personal recommendation 
is what counts the most. 

Of course, the best way to find a good tradesman is to use 

tlie Rated Tradesmen service. 

Rated Tradesmen is like word of mouth, only bigger and better. You get instant access to a huge local network of 
rated tradesmen and you know your tradesman will take extra care that you are happy with the job - every 
positive rating helps them grow their business. 
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When dealing with various tradesmen, take a little time to get to know more about your tradesman and the services 
they offer. 

■ how long have you been in business? 

■ do you have insurance which covers damage to property? 

■ is your work guaranteed? 

If your tradesman is a member of a trade scheme then note down details including any reference numbers. Follow 
up with a phone call to the scheme provider to check that the details are up to date. 

Make sure you write up and sign an agreement with your tradesman regarding what they will do for you, what they 
won't do, how long they will take, when they will start and the agreed price. 

One word of caution when choosing a tradesman through means other than the Rated Tradesmen service; don't 
get caught out! 

Be wary of adverts that come through your door or directory 

listings that only have a telephone number. 

At all costs avoid the fast-talking tradesman who approaches you and 'just happens to be in your area'. Don't be 
pressurised into letting them do any work at all. 
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Getting the best value 

As with all things in this world, the best price is not always 

the best value. 

Be sure to weigh up the benefits of working with one tradesman over another if they offer more experience or proof 
that they can do the job you want with the quality of workmanship you require. 

Start by getting multiple quotations. 

Rated Tradesmen makes it easy to get two or more quotes. Take care to include enough detail in your written job 
requirement so that each tradesman starts with a good first understanding of your needs, or else their 
quotations may not be comparable. 

Once a tradesman has agreed to quote then be sure to arrange a visit and always ask for a fixed price. Make sure 
that you understand what is included and whether or not the price includes VAT. 

Choose the quote that offers you the best value for money, taking into account any ratings they have earned for 
quality, value and reliability. 

And don't just work on 'gut feel' - as your tradesman for details of other clients they've done this work for and 
follow up those references to ensure you are happy you've chosen the right people to work with. 
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Paying for the work 

stick to these basic guidelines and you sliouid avoid tine common pitfalls when it comes to payments. 

Never pay the whole amount in advance, and avoid paying 

large deposits up front. 

On longer jobs, agree a schedule of payments and make sure that your payment at each stage reflects the 
progress made. 

Always keep back a proportion of the total payment until the job is fully completed but be fair about completion - 
pay promptly when the work is finished to your satisfaction. 

For a range of reasons your agreement may need to be revised - your tradesman may uncover unexpected 
problems or you may decide to alter your requirements. 

At Rated Tradesmen you may modify your work description and any aspect of the agreement so that you always 
have an up-to-date version, together with a record of the changes made. Agree any changes to the agreement 
in advance rather than waiting until the work has progressed or has been completed. Again we'd suggest that 
you keep signed copies of any updates. 

Ask for a signed invoice for every payment you make. And keep all invoices and receipts. Do not pay the individual 
builder, always the company. 




'* The Little Book of GSI 

""f^^f^tti An e-book by Rated Tradesmen - Visit the website 



15 



Your rights 



You have basic rights under the law regardless as to whether you have a formal agreement or not. You can expect 
the work to be: 

■ carried out with reasonable care and skill 

■ finished in a reasonable time (unless a specific time has been agreed) 

■ provided at reasonable cost if you have not agreed a fixed price 

A good legal contract may help the job run smoothly. It should always contain a job description, start date, duration 
and an agreed price, as well as details of any guarantee or insurance cover. 

You have the right to be told, in plain language, all standard contract terms before you sign and you are not bound 
by terms that are 'unfair'. In particular watch out for terms which may: 

■ allow the tradesman to change the terms of the contract without giving you the right to cancel 

■ prevent you from holding back part of the payment if the work is incomplete or faulty 

■ make you lose prepayments if the tradesman cancels the contract 
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If you are being asked to sign a legal contract, or you are asking the tradesman to sign one you have had prepared 
by a local solicitor, be aware of the following: 



Be sure to check the small-print carefully - once you have 

signed you cannot normally back out. 



Remember that irrespective of any contract you may have cancellation rights, depending on how you ordered the 
work you want done. 

For example, if you have only communicated via the web or by telephone (with no face to face meeting) you may 
have cancellation rights as long as you tell your tradesman in writing within seven days of making an 
agreement. 
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If things go wrong 



Many misunderstandings are settled quickly and amicably. Be reasonable, communicate clearly and stay calm. 
Rated Tradesmen helps in two ways: 

■ you may use the service to send messages directly to your tradesman via email. Copies of each message are 
kept in the job diary, which gives both you and your tradesman a written paper trail 

■ your tradesman has an added incentive to help reach a good outcome - positive ratings from you 

Give your tradesman a chance to put things right - and always put things in writing. For verbal conversations keep 
notes. Be direct, clear and reasonable - say what you want done and agree a deadline. Refer back to the 
written agreement to back up your concerns. 

You may use the Rated Tradesmen service to communicate or clarify issues via email and to keep a written record 
in the job diary. 

If there have been delays in starting or completing the work then tell the tradesman in writing that you will cancel 
the agreement unless the work is completed within a stated period. A note that is reasonable, factual and 
unemotional will often get things back on track. 
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Further advice 



If you need further advice then Consumer Direct offers a telephone and online consumer advice service, supported 
by the Department of Trade and Industry. They offer clear, practical, impartial advice to help you sort out 
problems and disagreements you may be having with suppliers of a range of goods or services. 

Click here to visit Consumer Direct * 

Alternatively you may like to contact your local Trading Standards office. 

Click here to find vour nearest office and for further advice. * 



*lnternet connection required. Rated Tradesmen is not responsible for content on tliird-party websites. 



"iA- The Little Book of GSI ^q 

""f^^f^tti An e-book by Rated Tradesmen - Visit the website 




Inspiration and ideas 
for your liome 



Bring the outdoors in 

Eating outdoors always feels like a treat, kids are able to run around and discover plants and insects and catching a few 
rays can give you a real boost! The outdoors is appealing - but how do you bring the outdoors in? 

If you're looking to build a conservatory, you will need to check whether planning permission is required by contacting your 
local council planning office. It's also a good idea to let neighbours know about your plans as the work may cause some 
disruption. There are now many types of conservatory styles available - from traditional to ultra modern and the flooring 
and furniture you choose will further tailor your new space to your own tastes and needs. You will need a builder or 
specialist conservatory installer to ensure a good job. 

If space is limited, think about increasing the glazing on an existing wall or even knocking out a wall and replacing it with 
glass doors. This will make your home lighter and increase access to the outside. Some modern glass door systems 
fold back to give a really seamless transition from indoors to outdoors. Bear in mind that any increased glazing may 
mean your and your neighbours' privacy are affected, so it's best to discuss your plans with them first. 

Another idea is to create an effective additional living space outdoors. Decking or paving can provide a defined area for 
eating, drinking or simply relaxing. Kids will enjoy the space for riding tricycles and playing -think about having a small 
sandpit or water play area to entertain them for hours on end. 
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Adding an extension 

If you want more space you can move up the property ladder or extend your current home. With stamp duty at up to 4% of 
the value of a property, you may well find you can extend your property (and increase its value) for the cost of moving. 
Staying in your current home means retaining friendships and connections you've made in your area and avoiding the 
uncertainties and costs involved in buying a new property. 



Extensions can be made up, down or sideways. 



A loft conversion is ideal in a Victorian or 1930s house where the roof pitches tend to be high. You will need to consider how 
to fit in a staircase to your new loft room and whether you want your additional bedroom to have an en-suite bathroom, 
which will require plumbing work. You will need a builder or specialist loft conversion company to draw up plans and 
help you through the building regulations and any planning consent involved. 

Cellar conversions can work well and are of course easiest where there is an existing cellar tall enough to stand in. Shallow 
cellars can sometimes be dug down - seek the advice of a building surveyor. With no natural daylight you will need to 
think about what lighting is required, and this will largely depend on what the new space is to be used for. With the 
right insulation and heat regulation you could create a wine cellar, but cellars also provide great storage and superb 
games and party rooms. 

Extending sideways can add a lot more versatility to the ground floor, turning a kitchen into the focal family room or creating 
a new room for relaxation or to allow children to play in freely. Planning permission should be sought from your local 
council planning office and it's a good idea to speak to your neighbours about the project too. 

Building an extension should be an exciting and rewarding project and will bring new life to your home. 
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Get creative with lighting! 

Lighting can be the most important element in a room's design. 

There are a number of things to consider when designing a lighting scheme: 

■ How will you use the room and how much lighting flexibility is required? For example a kitchen or study will need task 
lighting, directed at specific areas where you need to see what you are doing. A room containing pictures or other works 
of art will require accent lighting to highlight the items on display. Accent lighting also helps to give shape and interest 
to a room with pools of light and shade achieved by using halogen spotlights, down and up lighters. 

■ How integrated do you want your lighting controls to be? Do you want to be able to turn each light on and off separately 
or do you want to use a control system whereby one switch will operate several lights simultaneously? 

■ Can the structure of your home accommodate your lighting scheme? For example ceiling mounted spotlights require a 
gap (of at least 10 cm) between the ceiling and the floor above. Bear in mind that any major changes to your lighting 
scheme may need wiring work which causes damage to plaster etc which will have to be made good. 

■ Do you want to change the perceived size of a room? To make a room look larger light all four corners of a room and 
consider up-lighters to bounce light off the walls and ceiling. To make a room seem cosier use table lamps or clusters 
of small lights to give low pools of light and create an intimate atmosphere. 

■ Finally don't forget about outside lighting. Good outdoor lighting at the entrance to your home creates a warm welcome. 
Lighting in a garden adds interest and drama. 

You must always use a qualified electrician when making any changes or repairs to lighting in your home. 
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Saving energy 



If your house is centrally heated, you can make the heating more efficient and less expensive by upgrading your 
heating controls. A time switch or programmer allows you to set heating and hot water to come on only at 
times when needed. Room thermostats which automatically switch the heating off at a certain temperature will 
also save energy. Similarly, individual radiator thermostats can be fitted which allow you to control each room's 
temperature separately. 

One of the biggest causes of liigli fuel bills and energy 

inefficiency comes from old boilers. 

All modern boiler systems are more energy efficient and use less fuel to run. 

Double glazing stops heat escaping and can reduce condensation on your windows. A lot of heat is lost through 
windows, so double glazing can be an effective way to make savings on fuel bills in the long term. It can also 
reduce outside noise considerably. 

Secondary glazing is cheaper than replacement double-glazing and can be bought from DIY shops. Energy savings 
are similar to those made by double glazing. 
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Reducing the amount of fuel you use for heating can often be achieved by insulating your home. Good insulation 
will keep the heat in the building and drafts and cold out. A lot of heat escapes through doors, windows, walls 
and the roof of a house. 

There are a number of cheap and easy measures that can make your home dryer and warmer. For example, if your 
home has wooden floors, you can fill gaps in floorboards and skirting with beading or sealant, and you can 
eliminate draughts and wasted heat by fixing a brush or seal to your outer doors. 

The most effective way to insulate your home is to insulate your loft. Most houses already have some loft 
insulation, but the energy savings will depend on how thick the insulation is. The recommended level of 
thickness for loft insulation is now a minimum of 100mm deep, but ideally should be between 150mm and 
200mm. Loft insulation should be allowed to retain its natural thickness and not be compressed, as this will 
reduce its insulation value. 

You can also put insulation or lagging around a hot water 

cylinder and pipes to retain heat. 

Again, your cylinder may already have a jacket fitted, but by fitting a new more efficient jacket you may improve 
your fuel savings. 

If the outside walls of your house are cavity walls, insulation can be added in the cavity (the space between the 
inner and outer part of your exterior wall). If your exterior walls are solid, you can protect the exterior with 
render or cladding which will also weatherproof your home. This work is usually carried out by a specialist 
contractor. 
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Energy saving tips 



1. Turning your thermostat down by 1°C could cut your heating bills by up to 10% and save you around £40 per 
year. 

2. Is your water too hot? Your cylinder thermostat shouldn't need to be set higher than 60°C/140°F. 

3. Close your curtains at dusk to stop heat escaping through the windows. 

4. Always turn off the lights when you leave a room. 

5. Don't leave appliances on standby and remember not to leave appliances on charge unnecessarily. 

6. If you're not filling up the washing machine, tumble dryer or dishwasher, use the half-load or economy 
programme. 

7. Only boil as much water as you need (but remember to cover the elements if you're using an electric kettle). 

8. A dripping hot water tap wastes energy and in one week wastes enough hot water to fill half a bath, so fix 
leaking taps and make sure they're fully turned off! 

9. Replace your light bulbs with energy saving recommended ones: just one can reduce your lighting costs by up 
to £100 over the lifetime of the bulb - and they last up to 12 times longer than ordinary light bulbs. 
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More ideas and resources 

For further ideas and inspiration for your Inome, or more ways to save energy, visit Rated Tradesmen * now. 

On tine site, you'll find details of how to: 

■ Improve your bathroom 

■ Make low-budget changes to your house to help increase resale value 

■ Installing a new kitchen or bathroom 

■ Use energy saving lighting and products 

■ Take advantage of solar power 

■ Wallpaper a room 



"Internet connection required. Visit our 'Info' pages for details. 
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